Natalie Bridgmon
^ŬŝŶŶǇ>ŽǀĞ
It was all very surreal, being with Mark as his daughter played in the
JUDVVQRWWKUHHIHHWDZD\ZKLOHWKHVRXQGRIKLVIDPLO\DQGIULHQGVHQMR\LQJ
WKHPVHOYHVFRXOGEHKHDUGFRPLQJIURPWKHEDFN\DUG,NHSWORRNLQJDURXQG
IRUherWKRXJKMXVWZDLWLQJIRUKHUWRFRPHRXWDQGVWDNHKHUFODLP%XWVKH
really wasn’t here.

,¿QDOO\GHFLGHGWRVLWGRZQRQWKHIURQWVWHSRIKLVKRXVH,ZDVQ¶W
JRLQJWRJHWEHDWXSVR,¿JXUHG,FRXOGVLWGRZQ+HGLVFDUGHGKLVFLJDUHWWH
LQWKHWUDVKFDQQHDUE\DQGVDWQH[WWRPH,WZDVWKHIRXUWKRQHKHKDGOLWEXW
,KDG\HWWRVHHKLP¿QLVKRQH(YHU\WLPHKHVWDUWHGWRWDONWRPHKHWKUHZLW
away.
“So,” he began, “how are you doing?”
I should’ve known how to answer this. I came there with every inten
WLRQRIFORVLQJWKHGRRURQDOORIthisZLWKHYHU\LQWHQWLRQRI¿QDOO\NLOOLQJ
WKHDPELJXLW\WKDWKDGORRPHGRYHURXUIULHQGVKLSVLQFHZHZHUHWZHOYH%XW
I couldn’t answer because I kept thinking about how I was actually sitting on
0DUN¶VIURQWVWHSWDONLQJWRKLP
When I arrived, he had wrapped me up in his arms. His mother, Judy,
IROORZHG,WRRNDPLQXWHWRORRNKLPRYHU6RPHKRZKHPDQDJHGWRORRNH[
DFWO\WKHVDPHDQGFRPSOHWHO\GLIIHUHQW²KLVEODFNKDLUZDVFXWWKHVDPHZD\
it was always cut, short and to the point, and he hadn’t gotten any taller, but
KHKDGWKLVDLUDERXWKLPWKDW,FRXOGQ¶WTXLWH¿JXUHRXW,WFRXOGKDYHEHHQ
SULGHRULWFRXOGKDYHEHHQH[KDXVWLRQ7KHQ,PHWKLVGDXJKWHU%HWKIRUWKH
¿UVWWLPH+LVZLIHZKRP,KDG\HWWRIRUPDOO\PHHWZDVRGGO\QRWSUHVHQW
I came late because my mother and I had gotten lost. I don’t know why we
didn’t allot time for getting lost because, no matter how many times Mark or
KLVPRWKHUKDGJLYHQXVGLUHFWLRQVLWVWLOOKDSSHQHG,QRXUGHIHQVHWKHVXEGL
YLVLRQZDVRUJDQL]HGOLNHDODE\ULQWKRQDKLOODQGDOORIWKHKRXVHVORRNHGWKH
same.

0\PRPOHIWDQG,WULHGVRKDUGWR¿JKWWKHDZNZDUGIHHOLQJFUHHSLQJ
up my spine. This was Mark. We had known each other since sixth grade. He
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KDGEHHQP\EHVWIULHQG7KHUHKDGEHHQDWLPHLQP\OLIHZKHUH,ZRXOGKDYH
GRQHDQ\WKLQJWRVSHQGDQKRXUZLWKKLPOHWDORQHDQDIWHUQRRQDWRQHRIKLV
IDPLO\IXQFWLRQV,MDPPHGP\KDQGVLQWRP\MHDQSRFNHWVDQGWULHGQRWWR
ORRNDVDZNZDUGDV,IHOW0DUNVHHPHGWRVHQVHWKLVEHFDXVHKHLPPHGLDWHO\
WULHGWRJHWPHLQRQDJDPHRIZDVKHUVJRLQJRQLQWKHIURQW\DUGWKDWDIHZRI
KLVROGKLJKVFKRROIULHQGVKDGVWDUWHG+HVPLOHGDWPHDQG,UHDOL]HGGHVSLWH
KRZDZNZDUG,IHOW,PLVVHGWKDWVPLOH6R,SOD\HGZDVKHUV,VXFNHG
Fortunately, the game ended quickly, and Mark led me into his house.
+LVPRWKHUJUDEEHGP\DWWHQWLRQDQGRIIHUHGPHVRPHWKLQJWRHDW,GHFOLQHG
because I realized my nerves had already eaten my stomach. Aunts and uncles
cluttered the small suburban home, and Judy proceeded to introduce me to all
RIWKHP

³7KLVLV1DWDOLH´VKHVDLG³6KHDQG0DUNKDYHEHHQIULHQGVIRUJRVK
VLQFHZHPRYHGKHUH,WZDVOLNHIURPWKHPRPHQW0DUNPHWKHULWKDGEHHQ
nothing but Natalie this and Natalie that!”

6KHVHHPHGVRSURXGWRLQWURGXFHPHDVLI,ZHUHWKHZLIH0DUNZDV
VXSSRVHGWRKDYHEURXJKWKRPHWRPHHWWKHIDPLO\IRUWKH¿UVWWLPH7KH
YDULRXVIDPLO\PHPEHUVVLPSO\ORRNHGFRQIXVHGEHFDXVHWKH\NQHZ,ZDVQ¶W
It didn’t help anything when Judy got a little too excited telling one relative,
³<HVDQG,WKLQNKHHYHQVSHQWWKHQLJKWDWKHUKRXVHDIHZWLPHV´
I had to correct that. No, Mark had never spent the night at my house.
'XULQJIUHVKPDQ\HDUKHDQGDQRWKHUJLUOFDPHRYHUWRKDQJRXWDQGWKH\
bothGLGQRWZDQWWROHDYHEXWWKH\GLGQRWJHWWRVWD\2IFRXUVHUHJDUGOHVV
RIKRZPXFK,H[SODLQHGWKHGDPDJHZDVDOUHDG\GRQH0\VWDWXVDV³0DUN¶V
2OG)ULHQG´ZDVQRZXQGHUVXVSLFLRQ%XWZDV,UHDOO\MXVWDQROGIULHQG",
WKRXJKW,ZDV,WROGP\VHOI,ZDVeven if we both recognized that there was
SRWHQWLDOIRUVRPHWKLQJPRUHWKDQWKDWDQGHYHQLIJURZLQJXSHYHU\RQHZH
knew thought we were going to get married once we got our act together. We
ZHUHNLGVDQGZHPDGHPLVWDNHVDQGZHPLVVHGRSSRUWXQLWLHV²LWZDVWKH
SDVW%HVLGHV0DUNKDGDZLIHDQGDFKLOGQRZHYHU\WKLQJHOVHZDVLUUHO
evant. I mean, his daughter ZDVULJKWLQIURQWRIPHRQWKHOLYLQJURRPÀRRU
SOD\LQJDQGKLVZLIH²

$GPLWWHGO\KLVZLIH¶VIDLOXUHWRDWWHQGKHURZQKXVEDQG¶V³:HOFRPH
+RPH&RQJUDWXODWLRQVRQ)LQLVKLQJ%DVLF7UDLQLQJ3DUW\´was slightly unex
SHFWHG,KDGVSHQWWKHSUHYLRXVZHHNSUHSDULQJP\VHOIIRUWKDWPRPHQWZKHQ
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,ZRXOGEHFRQIURQWHGZLWK0UV0DUN(YDQV,KDGDOOWKHVHVWRFNUHVSRQVHV
UHDG\WRJRLI,ZDVIRUFHGLQWRLGOHFKLWFKDW+RZHYHUIRUVRPHUHDVRQVKH
GLGQRWJHWRQWKHSODQHZLWKWKHUHVWRIWKHIDPLO\,QVWDUNFRQWUDVW,ZKR
KDGQRWVSRNHQWR0DUNLQURXJKO\WZR\HDUVKDGIRXQGLWZLWKLQP\VHOIWR
let the past be the past and support him. But really, it was simply nice to see
KLPDJDLQ6RZKHQ,¿QDOO\¿JXUHGRXWKRZWRDQVZHUDVZHVDWRQWKHIURQW
step two hours or so later, I said, “Well, I’m at a party with you, so I’m doing
pretty good.”

+HODXJKHGEXW,NQHZWKLVZDVQ¶WZKDWKHZDVORRNLQJIRU+HZDQW
ed to know about my lifeVFKRROIULHQGV²WKHZKROHQLQH\DUGV,ZDVQ¶WJR
ing to give him that because I wasn’t the one disappeared to another state, got
PDUULHGKDGDNLGDQGLJQRUHGWKHLUEHVWIULHQGWKURXJKHYHU\WKLQJWKDWZDV
him. I looked on to watch Beth play, and noticed him watching me watching
KHURXWRIWKHFRUQHURIP\H\H+HKDGEHHQGRLQJWKDWDOOGD\DVLIKHZHUH
PHDVXULQJDOORIRXULQWHUDFWLRQV,ZDQWHGWRDVNZK\EXW,GLGQ¶W,ZDQWHG
WRDVNZKHUHKLVZLIHZDV,ZDQWHGWRDVNKRZhe was doing. But I knew that
ZDVQ¶WDOORZHG$WOHDVWQRWULJKWQRZ²QRWZLWKDOORIWKHVHSHRSOHKHUH+H
VHHPHGSHUIHFWO\FRQWHQWWRZDLWEXW,ZDVQ¶W,WZDV6XQGD\,KDGVFKRROWKH
QH[WGD\DQGDIRUW\¿YHPLQXWHGULYHWR6W&KDUOHVDKHDGRIPH+HWROGPH
not to worry about getting a ride home, that he would drive me, but I knew
LI,JRWLQWRDFDUZLWKKLPLWZRXOGEHDOORYHU7KHZKROHSRLQWRIFRPLQJ
KHUHZDVWRFORVHWKLVFKDSWHURIP\OLIHWRVHHKLPKDSS\ZLWKKLVZLIHDQG
FKLOGDQGEHDEOHWRPRYHRQ6RPHKRZ,NQHZWKDWLIKHJRWPHDORQHWKDW
wouldn’t happen. He would say something, he would tell me something that
I wouldn’t be able to ignore. I didn’t know what it was, but that’s how we
worked.
It was getting cold, so we went inside. I continued to make small talk.
Judy was sure to give me Mark’s address so I could mail him things to his
EDVHLQ6RXWK&DUROLQD0DUNJDYHPHKLVQHZFHOOQXPEHUDQG%HWKDQG,
JRWEHWWHUDFTXDLQWHG:KHQWKHODVWRIKLVIDPLO\OHIW,WH[WHGP\PRPWR
FRPHSLFNPHXS0DUNKDGOHIWWRSXW%HWKWREHGIRUWKHQLJKWLQWKHEDFN
bedroom, so it was down to me and Judy. We had kept in contact through
Facebook, so conversation came relatively easy. Then my mom texted me
that she was had arrived. Mark was still tending to Beth, so I told her to drive
DURXQGWKHEORFNDIHZWLPHVWREX\WLPH
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“Who are you texting?” Judy asked
³0\PRP6KH¶VKHUHEXW0DUNLVEXV\VR²³
“Well, go to him.”
“Are you sure?”
I didn’t want to disturb Beth’s nighttime routine. My little brother had
EHHQUHDOO\SDUWLFXODUVRWKDWLIDQ\RQHERWKHUHGP\PRWKHUZKLOHVKHZDV
putting him down, it would set them back an hour. I didn’t want mess any
thing up.
“Go talk to him.”
She was direct and I did not argue. I made my way to the back bed
room. The door was closed, so I opened it as quietly as I could. The lights
ZHUHRIIEXWDWHOHYLVLRQZDVRQJLYLQJHYHU\WKLQJDSDOHEOXHWLQW0DUNZDV
VLWWLQJRQWKHEHGUXEELQJ%HWK¶VEDFNDVVKHOD\RQKHUVLGHZLWKDSDFL¿HULQ
KHUPRXWK,KDGVHHQLWDOOGD\EXWLW¿QDOO\KLWPHLQWKDWPRPHQW7KHVDPH
ER\ZKR,PHWLQVL[WKJUDGHZKRWDXJKWPHKRZWRSOD\$&'&VRQJVRQP\
guitar on my back porch during so many summers, who talked to me every
GD\RQWKHSKRQHIRU\HDUVZKRUDQDURXQGP\KRXVHSOD\LQJZLWK/LJKW
sabers during my birthday parties even though we were supposedly too old
IRUWKDWZDVDfather to a little girl. He had married and enlisted to support that
OLWWOHJLUO%XWVRPHKRZKHZDVVWLOOMXVWDNLGKLPVHOIVFDUHGRXWRIKLVPLQG

,VDWRQWKHHGJHRIWKHEHGDQGZKLVSHUHG³+H\´

+HMXPSHGDOLWWOHDQGWXUQHGWRORRNDWPH
“My mom is here so…”
“What? I told you I would give you a ride.”
“I know, but…I have to go.” I reached and took Beth’s hand into my
own, rubbing my thumb over it. Her eyes began to droop closed. Mark smiled.
“Look at that,” he whispered.

+HJRWXSWRVWDQGDQGDIWHUDPRPHQW,GLGWRR)RUMXVWDQLQVWDQW
KHSDXVHGWRORRNDWPHEHIRUHSXOOLQJPHLQWRKLVDUPV+HKHOGPHWRKLPDV
he said, “I don’t want you to go.”
“I know,” I whispered, wrapping my arms around him.
“I wanted to talk to you.” His voice cracked.
“I know.”
“There is so much I need to tell you.”
“I know.” And my voiced cracked.
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This wasn’t how the day was supposed to go. I was supposed to end
DOORIWKLV7KHUHZDVVXSSRVHGWREHDUHVROXWLRQ,ZDVVXSSRVHGWRJHWLQWKH
FDUDQGWHOOP\PRWKHUKRZKDSS\KHZDVZLWKKLVIDPLO\DQGKLVOLIH,QVWHDG
we were both choking back tears as we held each other. He wasn’t happy. This
ZDVQ¶WRYHU&RXOGLWHYHUUHDOO\EH"'LGZHGRVRPHWKLQJZURQJLQWKHEHJLQ
QLQJ",VWKLVZKDWKDSSHQVWRDOOEHVWIULHQGVZKRVKRXOGKDYHEHHQORYHUVEXW
QHYHUZHUH"'RWKH\DOZD\VJRLQFLUFOHVOLNHWKLVFRPLQJLQDQGRXWRIHDFK
RWKHU¶VOLYHVMXVWZDLWLQJIRUVRPHWKLQJWRMDUWKHPRIIWKHF\FOH"'RHVWKDW
something ever arrive?

³,¶OOWDONWR\RXVRRQ´,ZKLVSHUHGDV,EURNHDZD\IURPKLP
“Yeah,” he replied weakly.
I made my way out to the driveway, saying goodbye to Judy as I went.
³'RQ¶WEHDVWUDQJHU´VKHFDOOHGDIWHUPH0\PRWKHUZDVZDLWLQJLQKHUFDU
VR,TXLFNO\JRWLQDQGVKXWWKHSDVVHQJHUGRRU$IHZPLQXWHVRIVLOHQFHODWHU
VKHDVNHG³6RKRZZDVLW"´,WRRNDPRPHQWEHIRUH,DQVZHUHG
“It’s all wrong. He’s not happy.”
And I cried.
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